our-Ship
to

by Capt. Jason Schuette

s \\

thefleet, thisincident left methe most frightened | have ev
including tanking from K C-135sat nightin IMC. A
We were returning asafour-ship from aYumadet. | was
last. Thefirst half of theflight was uneventful, given thefe
wewere tanking off of aK C-10 and the weather wascle
Our goal wasto be overhead Cherry Point during daylight
fly thedivisioninto the break. o

oil-pressure problems, which madethem abit nervous.
However, they decided to pressastheenginewas
staying within limitsat the proper rpm. Wi
Although we had launched ontime, thewinds =~
along theway were not favorable, hard to believe -',j': )
heading east. Consequently, it would beabit darker
than we had anticipated. Also, although the
forecast weather into Cherry Point wasVMC, as
wegot closer, it appeared we would have to
penetrate somethick cloud cover to reach
VMC.ATISwascallingthefield clear. Al-
though | didn’t say anything, | assumed we
were going to pressfor the overhead.
Thiswaswherethe fun began. It was
getting dark, and | figuredthat, asadivision,
wewould haveto make an IMC penetration
to VMC, with awesk jet in theformation.
Whilewewere abovethecloudsVMC,
| wondered, why not get separate clear-
ances?Although not ascooal, it would make
lifeeasier, not to mention safer.
Aspredicted, once we started to
descend, the westher became asignifi-
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inthe clouds as approach vectored usaround
at 11,000 feet. We were balanced, which put
me on the | eft side of the formation, not the
favored position of Prowler pilots. Thenmy
section lead’slights began to fade; | figured
the cloudswere thickening.

Asl moved closer, trying to keep sight, |
realized it wasn't thicker cloudsbut iceon my
front windscreen! Toimprove my visibility, |
started moving up and closer to keep my lead
on the clear canopy, but at that moment, the
divisonturnedinto me. All | rememberis
staring at awholelot of airplane and wonder-
ing what metal on metal would sound like.
Fortunately, | didn’t find out.

Asmentioned earlier, thedivisonwas
fishing around at 11,000 feet. The cloudswere
reported scattered at 9,000 feet and below, yet
not once did thelead try to get usinto the
clear. He did begin to seethefutility of the
Situation and decided to split up theformation
toland asindividuals, first getting rid of our
lame bird and then peeling therest of us off,

still inthe goo. After that, theflight was
uneventful except for my vertigo, which
eventually dissipated.

Sowhat did | learn from that little experi-
ence? Firgt, at many pointsleading up to my
scariest moment, alink in the chain could have
been broken. Anyone, mysdlf included, could
have recommended splitting up theflight. |
could have called lost sight and made aplay
for theclear air below. Either way, | think it
would haveimproved my situation.

Second, because we perceived that our
lead didn’t appreciate constructive debriefings,
we never did one, which isanother reason why
I”’mwriting thisstory. Thiswasn't thefirst time
| had flowninto IMC conditionsinadivision.
Without adebrief to consider al pointsof view,
wedidn’'t discussthelearning points, and this
Stuation could happen again.

OPNAVINST 3710 does’t prohibit flying
divisonsinto IMC conditions; however, | don't
know of any lead who would do such athing
unlessit wascritical to flying the mission. ==

Capt. Schuette flies with VMAQ-4.
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